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A local environmental organization has sharply criticized the federal environmental-protection
agency (Procuraduria Federal de Proteccion al Medio Ambiente, PROFEPA) for downplaying the
extent of lead contamination caused by Grupo Penoles' Met-Mex plant in the city of Torreon. MetMex is Mexico's largest silver-processing plant.
Grupo Penoles was forced to significantly curtail production at the Torreon plant for several months
in 1999 because of improper storage and disposal of industrial wastes, which were linked to cases of
severe lead poisoning in surrounding neighborhoods (see SourceMex, 1999-05-26).
PROFEPA lifted restrictions on Grupo Penoles in March of this year after the Met-Mex plant
completed cleanup operations and met other conditions imposed by the government (see
SourceMex, 2000-03-01). But critics contend PROFEPA failed to study the full impact of the Met-Mex
operation, which caused much greater contamination in Torreon than originally determined.

Children show ill effects of lead contamination
One Torreon-based environmental organization said many area children continued to show high
lead concentrations in the blood even after the massive cleanup by Penoles in areas near the MetMex cite. The organization pointed to a recent study by the Instituto Tecnologico de Torreon and
Spain's Universidad de Barcelona. Researchers conducted blood tests on 12,000 children in the city,
10,000 of whom had alarmingly high levels of lead concentration. "The children whose blood has
been tested continue to have high levels of lead," said Francisco Valdes Perezgasga, a spokesman for
the Torreon environmental group.
Some local pediatricians support the concerns about the high levels of lead among children
in Torreon. Local pediatrician Manuel Velasco Gutierrez said he has seen many children with
concentrations of lead in their blood above 10 micrograms per deciliter. Children with lead
concentrations at this level or higher face grave health risks, said the US Center for Disease Control
(CDC). "An 8-month-old baby who was born after the measures were taken had 33.3 micrograms of
lead per deciliter," Velasco said in an interview. "It's like a barometer of the environment."
A report published earlier this year by Coahuila health authorities shows that more than half the
2,281 children and pregnant women tested in Torreon in 1999 had more than 25 micrograms of the
metal in their blood. Among the most gravely affected were 12 people living near a Met-Mex metalswaste pile, whose blood tested at levels exceeding 60 micrograms.
The researchers from Instituto Tecnologico de Torreon and Universidad de Barcelona also found
extremely high lead concentrations in soil samples collected from 32 sites in Torreon, primarily at
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schools and public parks. On average, the study found lead concentrations at 2,000 parts per million.
US health authorities define concentrations of 400 ppm as a health risk. Government insists lead
levels within acceptable norms But PROFEPA, which continues to monitor the Met-Mex plant,
insists its own tests show contamination levels in Torreon are well within internationally accepted
norms. "The quality of air, the quality of the soil, is completely within acceptable levels," said the
PROFEPA spokesperson.
The disagreements between local environmentalists and PROFEPA stem from the different
standards for measuring contamination. The government agency is using standards established by
Mexico, which set a ceiling for contamination at 600 micrograms per cubic meter. PROFEPA says its
soil samples show lead concentrations at one-tenth that level.
The discrepancy in the studies led the Coahuila state legislature to pass a resolution in late July
to approve funds to hire a third party to study lead contamination in Torreon. The evaluator will
examine not only levels of lead, but also other dangerous materials like arsenic, cadmium, and
sulfur, said sponsors of the resolution.
The Met-Mex site is not the only location where authorities are worried about a high rate of lead
contamination caused by a mining operation. In San Luis Potosi, health authorities have taken blood
samples from 60,000 individuals in the communities of Charcas, Villa de la Paz, Villa de Zaragoza,
and the capital city of San Luis Potosi to determine the extent of suspected contamination from
exposure to residues from Industrial Minera Mexico, S.A. (IMMSA). [Sources: La Jornada, 07/13/00;
The News, 08/08/00, Reuters, 08/21/00; Excelsior, 08/14/00; Novedades, 08/14/00; Notimex, 07/27/00,
07/28/00; 08/13/00]
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